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MR. RADENBERG: Today is November 9th, 

2001. I'm Paul Radenberg of the Fire 

Department, City of New York. The time is 

now 0717 hours. I'm conducting an interview 

with -- 

EMT FORTIS: Joseph Fortis, EMT 1376. 

MR. RADENBERG: Joseph is assigned to 

EMS Battalion 20. This interview is being 

conducted at EMS Battalion 20 regarding the 

events of September 11th, 2001. 

Q. Joseph, if you would begin from when 
you were assigned to the job. You can pretty 
much take it from there. 

A. Me and my partner Mike were at the 
station here. We first put all our stuff in the 
vehicle and we attempted to log on, and there was 
a computer problem with our ambulance. We heard 
the dispatcher start screaming for units. We 
volunteered. 

"3 John, put the job on the screen," 
and we couldn't log on. He just said, "Head down 
to staging. Start heading down there. I'll give 
you some more information." We attempted to log 


on a few times on the way. We went on the 


J. FORTIS 3 


Bruckner southbound and started heading down 
towards the incident. 

We went down the Bruckner and through 
that Brooklyn Battery Tunnel underpass, the 
Battery Park underpass. We were on our cell 
phones at the time, and I was talking to my 
mother and so was Mike. They told us a plane hit 
the building. We couldn't get the job up on the 
screen. We couldn't log on. So we were getting 
our information from our family. 

We went down the Bruckner to the FDR, 
and then we jumped on the FDR and they closed the 
highway. We had maybe like 15 cop cars and 
highway cars and 3 fire trucks and like 5 
ambulances. We headed down there. We came out, 
and we didn't know what was going on. It was 
just an accident at the time. We came out 
through the tunnel. 

When we pulled up onto West Street, the 
whole world was pretty much blocked in front of 
the towers. So we actually went into the 
oncoming traffic. They had it closed down. We 
proceeded north. They told us staging was at 


Vesey and West. 
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We got there and we backed our 
ambulance -- I was, and Mike was teching. We 
backed the ambulance in. Whoever the captain was 
there at the scene asked us to just grab all our 
equipment and stay with our vehicles and we were 
just placed in front of the vehicles at the time. 
So we did that and lit up a cigarette and waited 
to see what they wanted to do. 

I believe at that time -- I can't even 
tell you the time frame. We actually heard like 
the engines I guess for the second plane coming 
in, and it just got louder and, boom, the second 
plane hit the other tower. We stood there and we 
watched. I guess like a fireball cloud came 
down. We were all standing on the corner I guess 
by the pedestrian bridge off the corner there 
with our equipment. We were just amazed in awe. 

Everybody was running at us saying 
evacuate and we're under attack kind of thing. 
Then the light went on to run. We turned around 
and started running west on Vesey Street, and we 
made it just past the American Express building. 

It was just coming too fast. We 


couldn't get away from that cloud per se, and we 
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ducked into the lobby of a building there. I 
believe it was between -- it might have even been 
the American Express building on the corner 
there. 

Q. At this point it's the collapse of the 


first building now? 


A. No, no. This is just when the second 
plane. 

Q. Okay. 

A. The buildings were still up. So it was 


just a blast from I guess the second plane, I 
think, came in, and the dust cloud just came. We 
were on the corner there, and you just felt the 
heat. Our back and all our eyebrows were all 
singed and everything. We had a little flash 
burn because we were right -- I guess when it 
were came were we right on West off the corner of 
I guess where six was, if that was it, if this is 
West Street here. 

Q. Yeah. 

A. We were actually right by the 
pedestrian bridge, because when we -- the bridge 
is there, and we were actually over here and the 


ambulances were parked off the corner. 
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Q. South of the pedestrian bridge? 

A. South of the pedestrian bridge, when I 
guess the second plane came in. So we ran. 
Everybody was running down Vesey west, and that's 
the way we went. After that incident and 
everybody composed themselves, a couple minutes 
later everybody was just like -- it was just 
chaos. 

One of the people who worked here at 
the station, I believe he just finished dropping 
off his girlfriend or his wife at the Trade 
Center. She worked there. So we were actually 
trying to keep him calm and keep him from running 
into the building. It actually took like three 
of us to stop him from running across, just 
running back into the building. He wanted us all 
to go with him. They were like stay here, so we 
stayed there. 

Then everybody composed themselves, and 
we were back on the corner of -- back on Vesey 
and West where the staging was, and they were 
like, "Stay right here. Stay right here. Nobody 
go towards the building." 


All of a sudden we started -- they 
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wanted us to go towards whatever building that we 
were going to do triage in the lobby of -- I 
don't know if it was one or two, but we were 
supposed to set up a triage there. But they 
weren't too sure yet. They were waiting for a 
confirmation or something. We had all our 
equipment, and everything was already singed from 
that point. 

Like I said, we started ahead like 
halfway across West Street with our stuff, and 
the ground started shaking like a train was 
coming. You looked up, and I guess -- I don't 
know, it was one that came down first or two? 
Which one? 

Q. The first one to come down was the 
south tower, number two. 

A. Two? We were standing on West Street, 
and the ground started to shake. You looked up, 
and it looked like a ticker tape parade off the 
back of the building, because all this stuff 
started coming down. We thought it was just like 
all papers and everything. Like I said, there 
was pieces of body parts all over the place. 


We came halfway across the street, and 
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the building was coming down. Everybody was 
running out of the same evac, the building's 
falling and ESU and everybody and everyone's 
screaming "Get back! Get back!" 

We dropped all our stuff and started 
running again, west on Vesey, headed towards 
Vesey and West. Then we went west on Vesey. We 
just made the turn on I believe on North End 
Street. Just as we got to the corner, I guess 
the debris from the cloud came up Vesey and up 
Murray and then up and over that building that's 
there. So we actually stood up against the 
building here. 

Q. Vesey and North End? 

A. Right, right. The lobby is like right 
there. They didn't want us to go in the 
building. Actually everybody -- it was just 
chaotic. That cloud came, and we just leaned up 
against the building and it was just -- no one 
could breathe or anything. 

Then after that we -- an ambulance came 
by from I think it might have been Cabrini's 
ambulance, and they stopped right in front of 


that building on North End Street. We all jumped 
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in the ambulance. Like I say, you could just see 
the cloud coming up and over the building. We 
waited and the ground was shaking and all that. 
We waited like two, three minutes. We got out of 
that vehicle and proceeded I guess east on Vesey 
towards the buildings again. 

At that point there were -- all the 
ambulances on the corner there, I believe like 
the first three or four off that corner were 
destroyed. We were maybe the seventh or eighth 
ambulance off the line. So our vehicle was -- we 
left it running, so it was still running at the 
time. The windows were open and all that, and a 
couple windows blew out. 

I jumped in the ambulance, and we 
pulled them on -- we headed westbound and parked 
them in front of the building there on North End 
Street. Then I went back and we grabbed 
Cornell's bus and grabbed like three other 
vehicles that were all running. I think it was 
like Cabrini, Cornell and then our ambulance, 
429. At that point I didn't know where my 
partner Mike went, because he went one way and I 


went the other way. 
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After that we actually went towards the 
buildings there, and we were just taking people 
from -- I guess from right off the front of Trade 
Center one, all these people, and we would bring 
them over to the ambulance and they would go. 

And we would go back to almost the stairs of 
building one again and just help people straight 
across the street, and back and forth. 

Then everyone was screaming that it's 
unsafe and everybody had to pull back. Meanwhile 
everybody was still taking people from -- helping 
people from the sidewalk in front of the towers 
across the street almost to Vesey and West, and 
from there they were going to an ambulance or 
they actually set up a triage in the American 
Express building, I believe it was, on the corner 
there. 

We went across to the sidewalk like 
two, three times, and then when we came back the 
third time they told us to stay here. We were 
going to do like -- make that like a forward 
triage, this American Express building. 

It was me and my partner and Steve 


Pilla and a couple other people from the station. 
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We had like those multiple oxygen mask trees on 
like a big tank, and we were just bringing them 
to only firemen and cops. We didn't have any 
Civilians whatsoever. We had a couple chiefs. 
Everybody was just like minor cuts. Nobody was 
life-threatening. 

Everyone was hacking, so we actually 
had like maybe 20 to 30 police and firemen on 
like the non-re-breathers. I think it was on in 
the American Express on the corner there. 

A few minutes after that, after we had 
everybody we were treating, they were shipping 
them down the block. ESU came in and said they 
thought the gas lines were going to blow for the 
building or something and we needed to evac out 
of there immediately. 

So we just grabbed all the stuff again 
and piled them on the stretchers. Actually all 
the firemen and cops were ripping off their 
oxygen masks and running out of the building. As 
we got out the American Express building on the 
corner there, we started running again westbound, 
because everybody was just screaming, "It's going 


to blow! Run, don't walk, and just leave all the 
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equipment." 

I guess the next building came down. 
Again we were like halfway up the block, and it 
just came and annihilated the triage area. I 
believe two other firemen and a cop were killed 
or something over there or whatever it was. 

So after that again we went back to 
that building on North End and Vesey Street, the 
building on the corner there. We set up -- they 
wanted to do it there, set up a forward triage 
there instead. Again we set up everything again. 
There's an atrium there, and we had everything 
underneath the atrium with the glass, we had to 
move everything over. 

After I guess the second building came 
down and that cloud came again, again nobody 
could even breathe. We had a line with breathers 
on in the back of the ambulance because the 
windows were missing and the cloud was just 
devastating. 

After that then everybody split up. I 
don't know where Mike, my partner, went. He 
wound up I believe on the opposite side almost 


over like at Trinity and Church, because we got 
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separated. He ran left, and I ran right. He got 
to the other side. 

Then after everything was kind of 
calmed down a little bit, it must have been after 
10:30 then. We were just doing, again, just 
firemen and police officers. We didn't have any 
Civilians whatsoever. They were all just like 
respiratory problems and minor cuts. A couple 
people were kind of critical. So we would take 
them and throw them in the ambulances. 

Then after both buildings were down, we 
were actually going from right to where the 
sidewalks used to be and just trying to move 
things with everyone who was there and put people 
into ambulances or direct them, throw a gauze pad 
on their head and tell them to keep walking north 
on West Street, just keep walking north. 

That's really about it. We did that, 
and then time just passed. The next thing I 
remember was I guess when the third building came 
down. We were right in front of -- I don't know 
if that's a school. We were actually still on 
Vesey and West but just north of the pedestrian 


bridge on the corner there. Everybody stood back 
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right off the point where the water starts. I 
don't know where that is. Is that right there? 


Wherever the water is, there's like a little -- 


Q. This would be the marina behind it. 
A. We were here. I thought there was 
another -- like here where the boats pull in. I 


don't know if we were all the way over here. 
They actually had a couple tugboats there. 

Q. I know it's just in behind the Winter 
Garden. 

A. Right. On the other side of the 
building here there's actually -- where's the 
high school from here, Stuyvesant? 

Q. It's further north. 

A. When the third building came down, 
that's where we were. We were actually -- they 
pulled us all back. 

Q. Yeah, Stuyvesant is all the way up here 
just north of Chambers. 

A. They had some boats over here. 

Actually they pulled us all the way back that far 
at the point because they didn't want any -- they 
didn't want us anywhere near it. Everyone was 


just running around. When the third building 
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came down, we were on that corner in front of the 
school, and everybody just stood back. 

They pulled us all back at the time, 
almost about an hour before it, because they were 
sure -- they knew it was going to come down, but 
they weren't sure. So they pulled everyone back, 
and everybody stood there and we actually just 
waited and just waited and waited until it went 
down, because it was unsafe. They wouldn't let 
anyone next to I guess the two piles, we would 
call them, where one and two was. We stood back. 
We waited. 

Then after the building came down and 
the dust and everything settled, everybody 
actually went back. Everybody was just moving 
things, and we were actually picking up a lot of 
body parts and putting them in red bags and just 
having them shipped to the morgue and this and 
that. We did that for a couple hours, and it 
started to get dark. 

The next thing I remember, I was 
down -- it must have been about 10:00, and they 
had like a whole bunch of people from our station 


were right in front of the school, Stuyvesant, 
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and they were all holding hands praying. I 
walked over and slapped them five. I was like, 
"what are you guys crying -- it's all right, you 
know, things are going to get better." 

They had me, because Mike was on the 
other side, and I guess at 12 he talked to 
someone and said "Where's your partner?" They're 
like, "I don't know. I think he was at -- he was 
supposed to be --" we were just taking people 
from the stairs of the building. We weren't 
going near the lobby. They said it was unsafe. 
They weren't too sure. 

They said, "We think the building's 
safe, but don't just go anywhere yet." They 
wanted to do triage in one of the building 
lobbies, but they said hold off a few minutes and 
we'll see how it goes, and then things rolled 
from there. 

When we split up, he said, "They told 
us to go to the lobby." So he thought I was in 
the lobby of the building at the time. It was 
about 3:00 that afternoon, and our cell phones 
finally went on so I called my house. I talked 


to my wife and told her I was fine. 
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From there, like I said, I was talking 
to the guys at the station and Lieutenant 
Sullivan smacked me in the head and we were 
laughing. He said, "Thank God you're okay, you 
moron. We had you down because you were supposed 
to be in the building." I was joking around with 
him, saying, "Well, you know it takes a unique 
person to be a firefighter. I don't run into 
burning buildings that people are running out 
of." 

When we were there, even my partner, we 
were like just to watch all those regular people 
jumping out the windows was -- we saw maybe like 
10 or 12 people jump out the windows. That was 
the thing, when we get to almost the stairs when 
the buildings were up, we just looked up just to 
make sure, because you couldn't help but look up, 
just to make sure everything wasn't coming down. 

What else can I say? After they found 
out at 10:00 that I was okay, I told Lieutenant 
Sullivan I wanted to go home. He just gave me 
the keys to an ambulance that was off the corner 
that was destroyed. I boosted it, and it started 


up. It was destroyed. I got in, and I drove and 
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I drove back to the station. 

I dropped a fireman off halfway up off 
the West Side Highway. I dropped him off 
somewhere. I don't even remember who he was. I 
dropped him off. Then I came home by myself. I 
pulled into the garage of Battalion 20. That's 
when everyone found out I was okay. I was on the 
missing list and all this. 

Supposedly my mother was here at 12. I 
was on the phone with her at about 10 to 9, 5 to 
9, saying I'm on my way down. She works in 
Brooklyn. Like I said, they were telling us what 
was happening. So when the phone went dead, she 
came here to the station from home. It was 12, 
12:30. 

Whatever transpired here, they said, 
"Well, we can't get in touch with everybody, but 
we think everyone's fine," this and that. 

They're like, "He's not even down there." She's 
like, "Don't tell me he's not down there. He 
told me he was in front of it," because we 
weren't logged onto the computer, so it didn't 
show that 03 John was there. That's how that 


started. 
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Q. What was your partner's last name? 

A. Negron, Mike. He doesn't want to talk 
about it. 

Q. Okay. No problem. 

When you came out of the Battery Park 
and coming up West Side Highway, did you park on 
West Side Highway or -- 

A. I parked right on Vesey right off West 
Side Highway. There was maybe one, two, three, 
four ambulances off the corner, and then, boom, 
we were the fifth one right there, because we 
were directly in front of the entrance of the 
American Express building. 

Q. Right. Then you staged down just 
south -- 

A. Just south of the bridge. 

Q. -- of the bridge, on the west side of 
the street? 

A. Right. Then as people were coming out 
and were having difficulty coming out down the 
stairs -- because they really didn't want us to 
cross the median. That was kind of like, "Guys, 
just don't cross the median for a few minutes." 


Everybody wanted to help, but they 
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really had it under control. I've been here ten 
years, and there was a reason for them to tell me 
to stay there. I pretty much followed the rules. 

Q. Right. When you arrived at West and 
Vesey, do you remember seeing EMS officers down 
there, other personnel that you recognized? 

A. When we came up -- when we were coming 
north on West Street, we had the windows open. 
It was so funny, I remember Mike looking out the 
window going, holy, you know, look at that shit. 
He was looking out the window, out the passenger 
window. There were so many vehicles parked from 
Liberty all the way to Vesey on the north side of 
West Street, heading north on West Street, that 
you just couldn't get by. 

I always like to leave myself an out. 

They told me to get to Vesey and West anyway, so 
that's where I was going. There's like a little 
island there, a little sidewalk. It must have 
been just south or actually over here by wherever 
we came out on Cedar. I came into the southbound 
lanes, because it was shut down anyway, and just 
drove all the way up to Vesey and West and backed 


the ambulance in right there. 
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So when we came by, we saw all the -- 
there was a couple I think it might have been 
like Cabrini and a Metro Care ambulance, a lot of 
the private ambulances and the fire companies 
were all right in front of -- right on the north 
side of West Street there, and we just drove 
right past all of them, because we were supposed 
to be on Vesey and West, because you always leave 
yourself an out. 

Q. Yeah. 
A. All those vehicles were parked there. 
I don't remember who it was, but we saw I believe 


there was Deshore from the academy, from EMS. 


Q. Captain Deshore? 
A. Captain Deshore. They were heading 
towards -- everyone was running across in front 


of us, and we were still going to Vesey and West. 
It looked like her and a bunch of other EMS 
workers. There was someone else from -- I 
believe his last name is Joseph, one of the other 
new guys here. I thought I saw him go by and one 
of the medics from the south. I only know his 
first name is Joe. They were all going towards 


the site. We were still trying to get to Vesey 
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and West at the time. 

So we just backed the vehicle up there 
and, like I said, put our equipment in the front. 
Just as I was ripping tape to put 03 John on the 
windshield, I guess that's when we heard the 
turbines or whatever. 

Q. The second plane? 
A. The second plane per se. We didn't 


even know it was that until afterwards, until 


days after. 
Q. Right. 
A. The people you were with, it was Chris 


Attanasio and Roland. They were like, "Oh, no, 
dude, that was" -- the first thing we heard was 
the plane coming in, because then we were there 
for the other collapses. I didn't even realize 
it because it was just chaos and everybody was 
just scared, to be honest with you. 

Like I said, when that blast came out, 
everybody got this little sing. Even like the 
little bands on our jackets just melted right 
off, the reflective bands. We just dropped 
everything when the cloud came, composed 


ourselves, and went back to the site again. 
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Then the rest of the day between 
whatever, 4 and 10, after I guess the third 
building went down, they said it was okay. 
Everybody was really on like the bucket thing and 
on the pile, just moving debris for a couple 
hours. 

Then when I went to go get a soda, then 
I was relieved. They sent me home. 

Q. After the second hit, you came back 
pretty much to the same area south of the 
pedestrian bridge? 

A. Yeah, after the second plane hit we ran 
to North End Street and Vesey and waited until 
the blast went by, went back to where we 
originally staged and moved all the ambulances 
back around the corner. Then we went after that 
and just with our equipment in the stretchers 
stood over here and waited because they wanted to 
keep the vehicles out to the side. They were 
just like, "Grab whatever equipment you can." 

Q. You were back down on West, south of 
the pedestrian bridge? 

A. Yeah, by the bridge. Actually just 


north of the bridge, because the bridge was 
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annihilated at that point. 

Q. When the treatment area was set up in 
the American Express building, that was after the 
first collapse? 

A. After the first collapse. We must have 
been in that building for not even like -- it 
probably was a while, like 10, 15 minutes, but it 
just seemed like for a minute or two. I guess 
the big one's an H tank. We had the multiple 
trees, and all I did was rip off the 
non-breathers and people just coming in, just 
policemen, firemen. We started doing our thing. 

Like I said, all of a sudden ESU came 
in and said the building was unsafe and we needed 
to get out of that building because they thought 
that the gas lines were going to go. 

From there we moved again back to North 
End and Vesey in whatever building that was 
there. That's where we started to do another 
triage, forward triage thing. There was a little 
construction there, and the water's right there. 
So they said, okay, maybe it's not safe there. 
One building was still up. 


What happened was everyone was just 
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taking vehicles and taking people and heading 
northbound. We stayed there for a few. It was 
me and my partner -- not my partner, Steve Pilla 
and a couple other gentlemen. I don't even 
remember who they were. Everyone was just 
throwing equipment into that location from all 
the other vehicles that were destroyed. They 
would just salvage the equipment and bring it 
right to there. 

They determined that that was a little 
too close still, and they wanted us out of that 
building. We to go north. When the second 
building was coming down, we must have been like 
on Murray and North End, and the cloud was coming 
from the second building. So we actually went 
back into this one here just to avoid the cloud. 
Then after that passed, that's when we returned 
back to actually ground zero or whatever then. 

Q. Any thoughts or comments, anything else 
you'd like to add? 

A. No. 

Q. Okay. I think we covered this, but 
when you first arrived at staging do you remember 


the officers that were there? 
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A. I can't remember his name, but I see 
him regularly. I believe there was a lieutenant 
there, a captain, and one of the chiefs was just 
going by. But I don't even remember who they 
were. As a matter of fact, I saw him maybe down 
there another time, and he was like, "I'm glad to 
see you're okay," and that kind of thing. I 
don't know him by his name. It's always like, 
"Hey, what's up," that kind of thing. 

Q. Right. 

A. That's really about it. 

Q. Okay. I thank you. 

MR. RADENBERG: The time is now 0749, 


and the interview is concluded. 


